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Beginning Again: A Response to Rosen and Christie
Brenton Doecke* and Lisa Breen
School of Education, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
Genre theory has been around for a long time now. The exchange between
Michael Rosen and Frances Christie recently featured in Changing English is
the latest in a series of exchanges between advocates of genre and their critics
over the past three decades or so. Our aim in this response-essay is not to weigh
up the merits of the cases made by Rosen and Christie. Rather, we want to think
about how individual teachers might confront the hegemony of genre theory and
the harmful effects we believe it is having on language education. Our starting
point is Lisa’s own professional practice, as she enacts it from day to day at a
state secondary school in the south-eastern suburbs of Melbourne, one of the
most ethnically diverse regions in Australia. We draw on Lisa’s journal to con-
struct a sense of the time and place, as well as samples of students’ writing that
she gathered in the course of a year with her Year 7 class, in order to gain a
better understanding of her work as an English teacher. How does this material
compare with ‘all the genre work done over some 25–30 years’ by the genre
theorists? What ‘knowledge’ will she be able to construct on the basis of the
classroom observations that she made over that time? What should we make of
the fact that her world is not the same as the world as genre theorists conceive
it?
Keywords: genre theory; English pedagogy; professional identity; teacher
knowledge; responding to students’ writing
[W]e must begin from where the children are… (James Britton ([1970] 1975, 134)
Beginning again…
Beginning again is what young people do when they make the transition from
primary school to secondary school in Victoria. Secondary schools typically develop
transition programmes with a heavy emphasis on pastoral care in order to make
students feel comfortable about leaving primary school and commencing their
secondary education. Lisa’s school is no exception, and over the years it has
developed a very extensive system of support for Year 7 students, designed to
enable them to negotiate the complexities of the timetable and room changes that
characterise daily life in secondary schools. From being located in one room with
one teacher for a whole year, Year 7 students are now expected to interact with a
diverse range of teachers, all with their different personalities and expectations
relating to the subjects they teach. When the bell goes at the end of the lesson,
students trundle off to their next class to see what is in store for them there. One of
the key features of the transition programme at Lisa’s school has, in fact, been to
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try to limit the number of teachers for each Year 7 class. For example, 2009 saw
Lisa teaching English, Humanities, and ICT to 7B. She was also their Home Group
teacher, which meant that she played an active role in mediating any personal
conﬂicts and dramas that occurred, both between the students and between the
students and other teachers, communicating with parents or care-givers, and
cultivating a sense of a supportive classroom community. By the end of the year,
they were all rubbing along together pretty well, aware of each other’s idiosyncra-
sies and strengths and weaknesses, and all with a fairly robust sense of identity as
members of Ms Breen’s 7B class.
As the end of the year approached, Lisa asked her students to write down their
thoughts about what transition to secondary school had been like for them. Here are
some examples of what they had to say:
New faces, timetables and cufusing bells were hard to get used to. I was very glad
that we had a homegroup teacher to help us around and introduce the school to us.
First few weeks it started slow, Ms Breen made up some games so we could get used
to being around each other, learn names and the basics about where things are around
the school. After a month things started to ease and the relationships in our class was
stronger than the past few weeks. (Tess)
High school has not changed my mind for the job I want to do. The work is harder
but you got to try. The ﬁrst days of school were sort of quiet, people who knew each
other just sticked together. Then we all participated in an event where we got to learn
about each other. Later in the year we got to learn more about our teachers, like, most
teachers can’t put up with the naughty people. My favourite subjects are Japanese,
Sport and not English – jokes – it’s ok when the teacher doesn’t get grumpy. Her
name is Ms Breen she’s the grumpy one I was talking about in the last sentence, but
she’s fun when you get to know her. One thing I don’t like is the exams. They’re so
boring. You just sit in a room for about an hour you can’t even whisper when you’re
ﬁnished. It’s very stressing when they give you back the exam. (Moe)
At ﬁrst I didn’t really think I would get used to this school. I wanted so bad to go
back to my primary school, be with my friends again and never ever leave. It was
even harder when most of my friends went to Catholic schools while Jamie [best
friend] and I went to public school. The thing about the next life from primary to
secondary is that there are more opportunities to ﬁnd out who you are and what you
would like to be. (Eva)
When i came to high school at the start of the year i was shy, because I didn’t know
so much people. But around term two i meet a lot of people and by term 3 i knew
like the whole school. (Haris)
At the start of the year 7 you will play games to get to know people. It will be fun.
Three or six weeks later it will be like prep and get boring. Me I jest grow taller. My
writing got better. But I see all the people have changed. So I think to my self did I
change? (Juka)
The impulse behind the work of genre theorists is always to classify the writing that
young people do and to judge it according to their notion of the features of the
text-type to which the writing supposedly belongs. The relevant text-type here is
probably a ‘personal recount’, which Beverly Derewianka, in her early attempt to
introduce primary school teachers to the key genres that they should model in their
classroom teaching, summarises as: ‘relating of an activity that the writer/speaker
Changing English 293
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has been personally involved in (e.g. oral anecdote, diary entry)’, where ‘the focus
is on a sequence of events, all of which relate to a particular occasion’, involving
an ‘orientation’, a ‘series of events ordered in a chronological sequence’, in which
‘at various stages there may be some personal comment’ (Derewianka 1991, 15).
This, at least, is one of the text-types to which these young people might be encour-
aged to conform, were they to use these sentences as a basis for further writing,
though some of their sentences suggest that it might also be possible to scaffold
them into one of the other ‘elemental genres of an English-speaking culture’, as
Christie (2013, 14) puts it in her recent exchange with Michael Rosen (2013).
(Juka, for example, appears to begin by writing an instructional piece, as if he is
giving advice to the Year 7s who will come after him.)
Yet such a classiﬁcatory impulse only goes so far when it comes to engaging
with the personal impulses behind this writing and the kind of work these young
people are doing when they grapple with words in order to give meaning to their
experiences. Genre theorists repeatedly emphasise the ways that texts are embedded
in the situations in which they are used, employing a set of analytical categories
deriving from Michael Halliday’s understanding of ‘language as social semiotic’
(Halliday 1978, 122) to highlight the role that texts play in the exchanges between
people within speciﬁc social contexts. Summary accounts of Halliday’s categories
abound in the work of genre theorists as they attempt to show how those categories
might be applied in an analysis of school writing (see, e.g., Derewianka 1991, 19;
Christie 1998, 52; Martin 1997). But while Halliday’s work undoubtedly provides a
generative framework for exploring the complex ways in which language mediates
the social relationships that we negotiate from day to day, his analytical categories
typically rigidify in the hands of his followers into a set of labels to be applied to
social contexts in which texts are situated, rather than providing an entry-point into
the living dynamic of language in use. The paradox is that the classroom itself is
not seen as a situation where a teacher might test the explanatory power of such
categories by observing the language that young people actually produce and
considering how it is shaped by the exchanges that occur there. Students are not
conceived as communicating with each other, but devoting their energies to simulat-
ing the texts that genre theorists deem to be the most powerful. The notion of the
situation of a text is effectively reiﬁed into a property of the text itself, which must
accordingly reﬂect the characteristic features that genre theorists ascribe to texts
when they are used in situations of a particular kind, whether it be the language
associated with a doctor’s surgery, or buying fruit and vegetables from a greengro-
cer, or the text-types that genre theory deems to be appropriate to science, and so
on. The circularity of the argument produces a perfectly closed system that is blind
to the social relationships that constitute any classroom, and the way that young
people appropriate language to make meaning as they negotiate a pathway within
that institutional context.
The writing produced by Lisa’s 7B students shows traces of multiple contexts
that, for us, elude the way that genre theorists might seek to classify and contain
these texts. We have referred to the personal impulses behind these texts, which
puts us at risk of appearing to promote ‘self expression’, something to which
Christie (2013, 11) refers dismissively in her exchange with Rosen. Christie and her
colleagues were originally motivated to intervene in the Australian educational
scene in the 1980s because they were ‘alarmed’ by the way teachers who were
inﬂuenced by ‘various progressivist and/or constructivist theories of education’ were
294 B. Doecke and L. Breen
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promoting ‘children’s self expression at the expense of any structured sense of goals
or direction in writing’ (11; see also Christie 1983, 5). This is the story that they
repeatedly tell in an effort to vindicate their standpoint. Leaving aside the justice of
this representation of teachers as formerly being captive to certain ‘inﬂuential’ theo-
ries (many of us who were there at the time have other stories to tell; see Doecke
and McClenaghan 2009, 2011; Sawyer and Watson 1987; cf. Boomer 1989), one
might, with 7B’s writing in mind, usefully reﬂect on what might really be involved
in any attempt by students to engage in ‘personal’ expression. For our abiding
impression of this writing is its relational character. These students are all using the
ﬁrst-person singular, but the ‘I’ in each text is inextricably implicated in the lives of
other people, much as the ﬁrst-person only makes sense in relation to the other
categories of grammatical person, always implying an addressee and larger social
contexts that pre-exist the individual (cf. Cavarero 2000, 36; cf. Doecke and McCle-
naghan 2011, 72).
Crucially, these texts show how these young people are negotiating an
institutional setting that seeks to fashion them in certain ways, giving rise to conﬂict
between their sense of who they are and the designs foisted on them by adults.
Genre theory cannot acknowledge the signiﬁcance of such identity-work because it
can only conceive schooling as an ‘initiation’ into ‘the linguistic features character-
istic of the various disciplines’, requiring teachers to build up a knowledge of those
features that can in turn ‘guide desirable pedagogies for the teaching of literate
behaviour’ (Christie 2013, 18). All the writing that is done in school thus becomes
a massive simulation game, an apprenticeship into a privileged set of genres that
are unproblematically identiﬁed with the ‘various bodies of knowledge valued in
English-speaking traditions and institutions’ (18). The writing that students do in
schools is thus divested of any authentic purpose, as is reﬂected in Christie’s
devaluing of children’s early attempts at written expression as ‘simple’, reﬂecting
‘knowledge’ that is also ‘simple, even “commonsense” and drawn from the ﬁeld of
personal experience’ (17). The goal of secondary education, according to Christie,
must be to push young people ‘beyond the ﬁelds of immediately lived experience
into the more remote realms’, to move students into the ‘uncommonsense’ of ‘more
abstract realms of generalization, abstraction, argument, interpretation’ (17). But
while there is no question that our work as educators involves enabling young
people to achieve understandings that take them beyond the immediacy of their
everyday lives, this should not mean devaluing their personal experiences. Their
personal experiences provide a condition for their engaging in more abstract
reﬂection (just as there is an autobiographical impulse behind all research and
scholarship; cf. Miller 1995; Said [1978] 1991, 26; Doecke and McClenaghan
2011, 41).
The writing that Lisa’s students have produced, as they look back on their ﬁrst
year of secondary school, troubles the certainties of the social engineering being
advocated by Christie, at least for teachers who resist the judgemental stance of
genre theory in order to attend to the meanings that such writing conveys. There is
no doubt that the writing that we have just been considering serves teacherly
purposes, enabling Lisa to gauge the capacity of her students to handle the conven-
tions of written language at this point in their education. The students in 7B are
themselves aware that whenever they write anything for a teacher they are exposing
themselves to judgement of this kind. Moe’s comment about exams (‘you just sit in
a room for an hour and you can’t even whisper’) is a sharp insight into the
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absurdity of a situation where writing is evacuated of all meaning, reduced to a set
of indices of students’ capacity to handle the conventions of certain text-types. In
this respect, it is noteworthy that a major component of the recently mandated
standardised literacy tests in Australia is the requirement that students show that
they can produce writing according to a pre-speciﬁed genre. Yet for all these
attempts at regulation and standardisation geared towards producing a certain kind
of citizenry, these snippets of writing nonetheless convey a sense of young people
who are alive to what is going on around them, and who can critically engage in
what school is doing to them.
Teachers would do well to continue to seek opportunities for such writing, and
to cultivate a capacity to respond to it on terms other than their own.
Growing up
Far more is involved in reading and responding to students’ writing than classifying
their work according to a hierarchy of certain text-types and a growing capacity on
the part of young people to produce texts of increasing complexity. Genre theorists
tend to see young people’s transition from primary to secondary school as a matter
of moving beyond storytelling to more ‘mature’ forms of writing characterised by
greater nominalisation and abstraction. As Derewianka argues in a special issue of
an Australian English teachers’ journal focusing on transition, rather than ‘the
relatively straightforward references to people and things’ that you ﬁnd in stories,
students in secondary school are increasingly required to write ‘texts such as
reports, arguments, explanations and the like’, where cohesion is achieved through
relationships between a number of different concepts, ideas, arguments’ (Derewian-
ka 1995, 32). Christie, as we have just noted, conceives of young people’s develop-
mental trajectory as a move from ‘common sense’ to ‘uncommonsense’, a claim
that she also makes in a book that she has co-authored with Derewianka, where
(borrowing from Bernstein) they equate ‘common sense knowledge’ with the every-
day world of young people, including their families and peer groups, in contradis-
tinction to ‘uncommonsense’ knowledge, which exists at a level beyond the
particular and the local (Christie and Derewianka 2008, 218).
There is no doubt that a developmental continuum can usefully frame the way
teachers read and respond to their students’ writing, and that an awareness of nomi-
nalisation and of the differences between cohesive patterns in narrative as opposed
to argument enhances one’s sense of how texts work. Barbara Kamler gives an
account of how she was able to help a student who was unhappy about the ‘imma-
turity’ of her writing to produce ‘a more concise, lexically dense text’ by initiating
her into the use of nominalisation ‘as a strategic tool’ – though Kamler is at pains
to point out that the aim was not to promote nominalisation as ‘a good in itself’,
and that there is value in avoiding the ‘inaccessibility’ and ‘stodginess’ of what she
calls ‘overnominalised prose’ (Kamler 2001, 105; cf. Brady 2013). Yet the sticking
point here, as with Christie and Derewianka’s account of a ‘development trajectory
in writing’, are the purposes that young people invest in their writing – something
that Kamler herself acknowledges as a key dimension that has been ignored by
genre pedagogy and other approaches towards writing that hive off any recognition
of the personal signiﬁcance of writing for young people. A developmental
continuum that supposedly charts a young person’s progress from ‘immaturity’ to
‘maturity’ can actually undermine an adult’s capacity to be fully responsive to the
296 B. Doecke and L. Breen
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writing that young people produce. To call a child’s writing ‘simple’, as Christie
does, shows a disturbing forgetfulness of the full complexity of any child’s use of
language (a complexity that Halliday reveals when he explores the complex
purposes that language serves when young children interact with adults and
respond to the world around them, in the process of learning how to mean;
Halliday 1975, 37). There is no doubt that the writing that 7B produced for Lisa
shows them working at varying levels of sophistication with respect to their
written language. Yet each of these texts demands a response at a more
fundamental level of recognition. For Lisa, their writing emerges out of the social
context of their classroom, each text revealing the world as each of these individ-
uals is experiencing it, embodying a world of thought and emotion that is unique
to each person.
For Lisa, the meaning of the writing that her students have produced in their
own efforts to ‘learn how to mean’ consists in more than where it might be located
on a ‘developmental trajectory’ that charts the stages of their growth. To borrow
Halliday’s language (Halliday 1975, 37), they serve ‘personal’ (‘here I come’) and
‘interactional’ (‘me and you’) functions that should be at the heart of schooling.
Not to respond to the personal impulses behind this writing is to discount whole
worlds of thought and emotion and thus to rob these young people of any capacity
to engage with society on their terms. Genre theorists repeatedly emphasise that
their aim is to induct young people into the ‘powerful’ genres of the English-speak-
ing world, as though by compliantly emulating the characteristic features of a select
number of text-types they can be ‘empowered’. But there can be no empowerment
through subjugation of this kind.
Jack’s story
We now wish to change tack and present a case-study that further explores the
complex nature of the identity-work in which the young people in Lisa’s class are
engaged. This will take the form of a ﬁrst-person account by Lisa of her relation-
ship with Jack, one of her students in 7B. She will draw on journal entries that she
made in the course of the year, a conversation that she had with Jack and some of
his peers, as well as a piece of writing produced by Jack in which he gives an
account of what Year 7 had been like for him. Holstein and Gubrium (2000, 33)
remark that ‘if we are to study lives, including selves in social interaction, we must
study them from within the social contexts they unfold, not separate from them’.
The same might be said about the writing that young people produce within school
settings. Our aim is to highlight the multiple contexts that mediate teachers’
responses to students’ writing, beyond the requirement to classify it according to a
preconceived set of learning outcomes, such as proﬁciency in handling the
text-types prescribed by genre theory.
We shall present Jack’s story, beginning with one of Lisa’s diary entries where
she recounts an incident in which he was involved, another entry made earlier in the
year in which she provides a snippet of a conversation with Jack – we have
presented these in reverse chronological order because the later entry provides a
helpful context for reading the earlier entry – and then an example of Jack’s writing
in which he gives an account of his ﬁrst year in secondary school. We shall then
conclude this essay by drawing out the signiﬁcance of Jack’s story for our purposes.
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Journal entry, November 2009
This year I had Jack in my Year 7 class. He is pretty disrespectful and has anger
management problems. He is not a horrible kid, in fact most of the time I like him.
But he can’t seem to control anything that comes out of his mouth or that he does. I
guess control isn’t the word. Sometimes I don’t think he realises that what he is doing
is unacceptable. He began the year getting suspended for punching another student,
this other student had had an altercation with someone else and Jack stepped in to
deliver the blow, an outsider to the fray. Not long afterwards he received another
suspension, and subsequently the list of disciplinary actions began to pile up as Jack
progressed through the year.
Although I didn’t have any problems with him in my class I realised that I was
pleased when I took the roll in the morning and saw that he was not there. The
relief at a student’s absence is always troubling to me. How is it that the ﬂow of
my day could be dependent on one student? When I analyse this I can see that his
disrespect for others meant that he was a loose cannon that threatened to undermine
any situation. Still, I was lucky; Jack seemed to like me and trusted me enough to
tell me what was going on in other classes. The only things I had to deal with in
class were his swearing, calling out, distracting others and, well, not doing work.
Nothing too problematic, but at the same time I couldn’t deny feeling a sense of
peace when I saw that he was absent, just one less worry in a packed school day I
guess.
As we entered term four I felt that Jack and I had formed a strong relationship. He
listened to me and came to my classes (which was not the case for all his subjects).
On Friday the 13th of November Jack was in a particularly good mood and so was I.
As I walked to homegroup I passed Jack, as I normally did far from the classroom
and told him to get to class before I did or he’d be late. He walked with me and told
me about playing football at lunchtime and I said, ‘that sounds great’ or some other
acknowledgement of what he was saying. It was a warm sunny day, and when we got
in the room the mood did seem light, and I thought, this will be a good afternoon.
Before the homegroup had ﬁnished and we had even moved into period ﬁve Mary (or
Ms George, Year 7 co-ordinator), stormed in.
‘Get your bag, Jack, you’re going home!’ was all she said by way of an introduction.
I looked at Jack, shocked, as he began asking innocently, ‘what did I do?’ After
saying it three times Mary said, ‘Do you think it is acceptable to swear at a teacher?
This is the second time you’ve sworn at Mr Mert, you just don’t get it, Jack. I’ve
called your mum and you’re going home. I’ve had enough’.
Jack exited the room mumbling something, still looking as if he had been framed
and was innocent. I sat rather stunned. I still thought at that time that maybe Mary
had been wrong and maybe there had been some kind of mix up. After the storm
had blown through I said to the kids, ‘Do you think he did it?’ and I was met
with twenty two ‘yeahs’. ‘He was bragging about it at the lockers’, said Joe.
‘Yeah he told everyone that he had called Mr Mert a fucking wanker and was
laughing about it’, added Haris. I felt like I had been duped or that I had been
betrayed, which is a weird feeling as really neither had happened. It’s just that at
this point in the year I do consider the kids in 7B ‘my kids’, and as my kids they
are my responsibility. If they do something wrong I feel like it reﬂects badly on
me. I assumed Jack was innocent as he would not have been that stupid. I realised
I could never trust that Jack will do the right thing – we seemed to hold vastly
different values. I spoke to him when he returned from suspension and he said
that Mr Mert deserved it.
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Journal entry, October 2009
Today I took my Year 7 class to the library for our lesson of silent reading as part of
the English curriculum. In groups of three, the kids had the opportunity to come and
speak to me about how they thought they’d done for Year 7 and what they were
looking forward to next year. We sat in a circle with a Dictaphone in the middle
recording our conversations. The quiet surroundings and the overt presence of the
Dictaphone seemed to restrict the ﬂow of the conversations and the students’ willing-
ness to engage. However Jack’s responses were not restrained. What he revealed was
enormously dissimilar from anyone else’s reﬂections:
Ms Breen: Hi, I’m here with Jack and Joe and Haris and we’re just going to be
talking about what we’ve been thinking this year and how things have been going.
Jack would you like to say how you think you’ve gone this year?
Jack: Trouble, trouble and more trouble.
Joe: Ahh I think I’ve gone pretty good
Haris: I’ve improved in a lot of stuff
Ms Breen: Now what sort of things do you think you’ve improved in?
Haris: Maths
Ms Breen: Is that all? So everything else you’re the same as when you were in Grade
6?
Haris: probably
Ms Breen: Mmm, ok. (Turning to Jack) What sort of trouble do you mean by, ‘trouble
trouble trouble?’
Jack: trouble
Ms Breen: What sort of trouble?
Jack: Backchatting the teachers, swearing at them, walking out of class, threatened
with expulsion, inter school suspensions, detentions, senior classes, yard duties,
teachers, and there’s a whole lot more that I can’t think of
Ms Breen: So why do you think you get all these things, Jack?
Jack: trouble
Ms Breen: I don’t understand. Are you saying you’re the trouble or other things are
the trouble?
Jack: ah teachers just blame stuff on me
Ms Breen: Okay, so you didn’t do anything to get those…
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Jack: nah, never
Ms Breen: Ok
Jack: besides the start of the year
Ms Breen: What’d you do at the start of the year?
Jack: Trouble. Nah I just got suspended
Ms Breen: For what?
Jack: For trouble.
Ms Breen: Okay, that’s all he’s going to say about that I think
Jack: yeah about trouble…
Jack’s writing, November 2009
Guess what? Im in year 7
It all start on feburary The 2nd.
I woke up I was very nerves, I got dressed.
After that I went to school on a bike I arrived all I sore was all of these new kids Iv’e
never seen before. I went and put my bike in the shiney cage after that, I walked into
the school’s building and walked into the canteen ‘That’s when I sore some of my
friends from primary.
I walked to wards them and said heey and that stuff. The Bell went it wasn’t like the
bell we had in primary it just went ‘cling ding’ so I went to my class then I sore Miss
Breen I said She looks like she will be a Good Yr7 Teacher. We went in class and
done all of that stuff. I went to Maths double period I was like Shit Maths.
We did Maths time tables I came second behind Mel I was surprised It took me 4:01
to do my time’s tables. We had a weird teacher She talked in another langaue like
indian. She was a Girl of course we did some other work as well forgot it was easy
tho.
Then we had Double English and Humanties we didn’t do much. We mostly just went
around talking about eachother’s
I was sitting next to people from primary.
It was my turn ‘I said
‘Well my name is Jack Martin nickname Bighead if you can see Then everyone
started to laugh including the Teacher. I Think I told them my age and stuff and said
that’s about it’.
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I carn’t remember the rest I member the ﬁght what I had it was my ﬁrst ﬁght in high
school. he’s name is nazeer. He was a sneak person cause he grabed my private parts.
Thats when I got angry and punched him 3 times in the face. Then he Head but me
in The face then Cam broke it up But I wanted to Go back for more it took about 8–
10 people to stop me. Then 4–5 huge Fobs came and Put me up to the wall after that
Mr Rosen came and took me into the Junior ofﬁce then I told him everything.
When I cooled down Miss George & Mr Rosen came in and said ‘Sorry Jack But
your suspended’
How long ‘I said.’ One day. So then I stayed in the school ofﬁce till the end of the
day. Then I went home & told my mum. She said you should have walk away Jack in
a deep voice I agreed with her
Then I had that day off and Just stayed home and played PS2 & Xbox 360 with fam-
ily friends
Beyond pedagogical bandwagons
As a teacher educator in the 1990s, Brenton always felt it necessary to introduce
English Method students to competing paradigms in writing pedagogy, beginning
with ‘growth’ pedagogy, moving on to ‘genre’ pedagogy, and then concluding by
considering the work of leading exponents of ‘critical literacy’. Some of his
students had memories of primary and secondary classrooms where their teachers
encouraged them to choose their own topics and to draft their writing, engaging in
‘conferencing’ and then ‘publishing’ their work – all practices associated with
‘growth’ pedagogy, or more speciﬁcally the ‘process writing’ that people like
Donald Graves and Donald Murray were advocating in the 1980s. By and large,
however, his students could only recall textbook exercises of a much more formu-
laic kind, involving one-shot pieces of writing on set topics, as well as spelling lists
and gobs of traditional grammar – very much in line with what Garth Boomer
(1989) reported as the dominant practices in English classrooms in the 1980s.
One of the resources that Brenton used was a video of Jo Parry, a primary
school teacher in a socially disadvantaged school in the northern suburbs of
Melbourne who had developed a reputation as an exponent of process writing.
Produced around 1984, the video showed a day in the life of Jo’s classroom, featur-
ing her students working in groups, some of them talking with a partner about their
writing, others drafting texts – one boy was creating a cartoon, another producing a
‘how-to’ book – while other groups were busily preparing their ﬁnal drafts or
designing book covers for publication. The highlight of the video was a scene
where Jo withdrew with three of her students to an old couch in a corner of the
classroom, where each of them took turns to read their stories aloud, when the oth-
ers (including Jo) suggested ways in which those stories might be developed. This
was meant to illustrate ‘conferencing’.
We shall not dwell on any more detail about Jo’s classroom – the video is a
veritable time-capsule, showing the habitual patterns of classroom organisation in a
state school in the northern suburbs of Melbourne in the 1980s – except to note the
contrast between this image of classroom life and that presented in the video that
Brenton always showed to his class the following week, which presented examples
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of teachers ‘scaffolding’ their classes into the text-types identiﬁed by genre theory.
The video was a companion to Derewianka’s newly published Exploring How Texts
Work, and showed teachers taking their pupils through a markedly different set of
routines to those exempliﬁed by Jo Parry, including ‘modelling’, when the teacher
(according to Derewianka) introduces the model of the genre to the class, followed
by ‘joint construction’, and ﬁnally ‘independent construction of text’ (Derewianka
1991, 7–9). The role of the teacher in this classroom contrasts with the way Jo
Parry was attempting to help her students create a variety of texts of their own
choosing, and is captured by the instructions that Derewianka gives with respect to
‘jointly constructing a text’, where she writes:
Let the children contribute the information and ideas while you act as a guide, asking
questions and making suggestions about the structuring of the text. Scribe the text
yourself so that the children can concentrate on the meanings they are creating. When
it’s complete, give them each a copy as a further model. (Derewianka 1991, 9)
Perhaps we should not make too much of her use of the imperative mood here (it
is, after all, the appropriate language for giving instructions, as genre theory teaches
us); and yet it seems symptomatic of the pedagogy modelled throughout this book
and the accompanying video, where teachers are shown sitting on chairs above the
pupils surrounding them, giving them formulae for writing a circumscribed set of
text-types – all providing a remarkable contrast to the image of Jo, seated alongside
her students, discussing their writing, teasing out their intentions, and reﬂecting on
the best way to achieve them.
English teachers are not well served by pedagogical bandwagons. This statement
applies equally to process writing and genre theory, as well as to any other
educational reform that seeks to badge itself as radically new, at the expense of
acknowledging the experience and learning of teachers and researchers of previous
times (cf. Doecke and McClenaghan 2011). But genre theory provides an especially
egregious example of a lack of intellectual generosity towards other people’s ideas
(where, for example, do genre theorists ever seriously engage with alternative
understandings of genre and language to their own?). Their presumption to have
arrived at the ‘truth’ is matched by an equally ungenerous attitude towards the
experience and knowledge of classroom teachers as they interact with young people
each day. For all the extensive school-based research that Christie cites, it is
research that has been directed towards justifying and progressively elaborating on
a pre-conceived set of categories, akin to the classroom research sponsored by neo-
liberal governments to demonstrate improved literacy outcomes, where the exact
nature of ‘literacy outcomes’ is bracketed out of the inquiry and simply taken as a
given (cf. Doecke, Parr, and North 2008).
We have posed Jack’s story, not in order to illustrate any particular alternative
approach to reading and responding to this text, but as a prompt for reﬂection, as
an instance of the kind of writing teachers encounter whenever they open up spaces
for young people to write about their lives. The intellectual resources that Lisa
needs to respond to Jack’s writing comprises more than the arsenal of categories
supplied by ‘the SFL [systemic functional linguistics] tradition’. A certain moment
might conceivably have arisen, when Lisa could have intervened to ask some
questions designed to elicit a sense of how Jack thinks a story should work. ‘You
should have walk away Jack in a deep voice I agreed with her’ – this line, which
302 B. Doecke and L. Breen
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
2:4
6 2
6 A
ug
us
t 2
01
3 
might have been lifted out of a western or a crime story, might be used to prompt
Jack to think about how he might revise the whole story, reﬂexively recasting it as
a tale of misadventure, when the difference between his intentions and his actions
might have been developed into a motif running through the text. Yet in saying this,
we have clearly moved beyond thinking about the formal demands of a story as
SFL theory conceives it. The summary of text features to be found in Derewianka
is the dreary old litany of narratives being ‘a sequence of actions’, with an orienta-
tion, a complication, and a resolution (Derewianka 1991, 40). There is no acknowl-
edgement that the point of a narrative consists in its telling, in the role that it plays
in mediating social relationships (cf. Chambers 1984; Reid 1992; Doecke 1988).
We began by asking how teachers might begin to think outside the mental cage
of genre theory. One way is to reconceptualise the role that storytelling might play
within the social world of the classroom, and indeed to place stories at the centre of
English curriculum and pedagogy as a crucial way in which young people make
meaning out of their lives (cf. Rosen, n.d.; Doecke and Parr 2009). And part and
parcel of such an initiative would be cultivating a capacity to listen to the stories
that young people tell and becoming sensitive to the traces within those stories of
their lives beyond school. This means jettisoning the designs that governments and
adults have on young people, and attending carefully to what they have to say to us
about the world as they are experiencing it. It is only at that point of ‘total accep-
tance’, as James Britton ([1970] 1975, 134), puts it, that we can actually begin our
work as educators.
A concluding comment
Christie makes a lot of the distinction between ‘common sense’ knowledge and
‘uncommonsense’ knowledge, which she takes from Bernstein (Christie 2013;
Christie and Derewianka 2008). Whatever the signiﬁcance of this distinction for
Bernstein, in Christie’s hands it produces a reiﬁcation of knowledge that matches
the reiﬁcation of language that characterises genre theory. Scientiﬁc thought, as
Marx argues, always presupposes that the ‘truth’ is not immediately visible to us
(Marx 1977, 100). Science moves beyond immediacy (and the common-sense
categories that we habitually use to express our views about whatever is going on
around us, as in the opinion pages of daily newspapers) in order to probe the com-
plex mediations that produce the here-and-now.
But Marx (1977) also draws a distinction between the ‘concrete’, as ‘the
concentration of many determinations, hence unity in the diverse’ (101), and ‘the
crudity and lack of conceptual understanding’ of those bourgeois economists who
bring ‘things which are organically related into an accidental relation, into a merely
reﬂective connection’ (88). By this he means the application of analytical categories
in a simple, classiﬁcatory manner, as though thought consists simply in bunching
the social phenomena before you according to the similarities that you identify
between things, and then constructing links between them according to an equally
simplistic notion of cause and effect (or ‘text’ and ‘context’, in the case of SFL
theory). The crudeness of thought of genre theorists derives from their assumption
that the world is fully explicable in terms of ‘SFL theory after Halliday’ (Christie
2013, 12), and that somehow there is explanatory value in labelling anything that
moves in SFL terms and arguably robbing it of life. By contrast, a properly scien-
tiﬁc stance means approaching language and other social phenomena as always
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exceeding our understanding, requiring us to engage in a process (as explicated by
Marx in the Grundrisse with respect to his analysis of capitalist society) of a
continual back and forth, of a dialectical play between our analytical categories and
a world that always escapes us in its fullness and complexity and continual
movement. With respect to SFL theory, it remains telling, after all, that its
exponents chieﬂy quote each other, rather than critically engaging with other
deﬁnitions of language and the other deﬁnitions of ‘human beings in the world’ that
they imply (cf. Williams 1977, 20).
Another ways of saying all this, which again derives from Marx’s account of
scientiﬁc method in The Grundrisse, is that our standpoint vis-à-vis the world
around us should be that of active participants within it. Otherwise we allow
ourselves to be completely robbed of agency, in thrall to forces over which we have
no control. This is the nub of Marx’s explication of dialectical reasoning, that it
presupposes our active engagement in the world in which we ﬁnd ourselves, involv-
ing a complex relationship between our consciousness and our social being,
between what we think we are doing and where – collectively – our actions are tak-
ing us.
This may seem a long way from Jack’s story about his ‘troubles’, and yet his
story and those of his peers contain sparks of critical insight that remind us that our
world is ﬁrstly the world of our experiences – this recognition is an inescapable
condition for engaging in productive dialogue with these young people. The world
is not simply ‘mine’ but one in which ‘I’ engage with ‘you’, ‘he’, ‘she, ‘we’,
‘them’, where we all struggle in our various ways to make meaning through our
exchanges with each other, even when our exchanges are mediated by anonymous
structures that resist our understanding. It is only when, as educators, we begin with
the world of their personal experiences that we can enable young people to develop
an understanding of those structures that would allow them to engage in the world
on terms other than those deﬁned for them.
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